(1) L. Sternbach, [On the foolish a ack of the godless barbars and Persians against this city, protected by God, and of their shameful retreat which the divine love brought about for mankind by the intervention of the Theotokos], in: idem (ed.), Analecta Avarica (Cracoviae, 1900) 298-320, here 314.1-3: , . (2) "Modern writers on East Rome, convinced that 'miracles do not happen', have quite banished miracles from their histories and have thereby falsifi ed the picture, for there can be no doubt that the Byzantine lived in a world where miracle could happen and did happen, and that belief in miracle is itself a fact of history which the student ignores at his peril", N. H. Baynes, The Supernatural Defenders of Constantinople, in: idem, Byzantine Studies and Other Essays (London, 1955 (London, , repr. 1960 ) 248-260, here 248.
(3) That is the second prooemium in the edition by C. A. Trypanis, The Akathistos Hymn, in: idem, Fourteen Early Byzantine Cantica (Wien, 1968) city withstood all that was thrown against them" -as it is called today -"in the last great war of antiquity". 4 The question of the original context, which the prooemium refers to, has long been an issue in research on the Akathistos Hymn. 5 The homily, which will be examined here, is a ributed to Theodore Syncellus. 6 This is the fi rst time when this text is introduced as an evidence of the mutual relationship between the siege of 626 and the Akathistos and its prooemium, though the homily is well known amongst Byzantinists. 7 The fundamental historical commentary on the homily, day by day, with all parallel sources is given by F. Bariši . 8 The French translation by Ferenc Makk provides a modest commentary, with the focus on Biblical references. 9 Paul Speck, in his analysis of the poem Bellum Avaricum by George of Pisidia, refers repeatedly to the homily of Theodore Syncellus, taking also the Akathistos into consideration, 10 but his remarks confi ne just to the passages which relate directly to the lines in the poem of George of Pisidia. From this it is clear that the essential part of the homily, the miracle of the Theotokos in Byzantine understanding, would need a thoroughgoing investigation, but this paper is concerned only with the dating of Prooemium . The homily on the siege is rather long, having in printed form a length of 904 lines. The composition is highly rhetorical and extravagantly panegyrical. Distangling all the intertwisted threads and (6) The extant manuscripts give no author, but the authorship of Theo dore Syncellus is considered most likely by modern scholarship. So it is given also in CPG (9736) and BHG (1061): Theodorus Syncellus, De obsidione Constantinopolitana sub Heraclio imperatore. From now on, in this paper the homily is given under Theod. Sync. only. Justifi cation for the authorship to Theo dore Syncellus (syncellus or cell-mate of the patriarch) is found in a passage in which the preacher is supposed to be referring to himself (Theod. Sync. 306.23-24), on the a ribution of scholars, see S. Szádeczky-Kardoss, Zur Textüberliefer-ung der "Homilia de obsidione avarica Constantinopolis auctore ut videtur Theodoro Syncello", in: idem (ed.), Über die Awarengeschichte und ihre Quellen (Szeged, 1986) (Acta Antiqua et Archaeologica, 24) 173-184, here 299-300. strands -typological or allegorical interpretation of the OT prophecies, fi gures, names and places, dogmatics, numerological consideration and political refl ection -all this, related to the recent events, the city of Constantinople and the Eastern Roman Empire would require an extensive research. For our purpose such basic work is not necessary, for in this paper the narrative by Syncellus is examined only in relation to the Akathistos hymn. References to Mary are found throughout the text, altogether more than seventy times, but they are also accumulated around certain themes. Our focus is laid on some of them. Theodore Syncellus uses seven times the word "Mother of God" ( ), wherefore, to avoid confusion, the established usage of rendering Mother of God for the Theotokos is relinguished here. The word Theotokos shall serve a compromise, instead of the "God-bearer" or "Birthgiver of God".
Following the author's train of thought from beginning to end, we can see that it is fi rst of all the prophet Isaiah who provides the divine perspective for explaining the siege and its outcome.
11 Thus the point of departure is found in a prophecy of Isaiah: "Get you up to a high mountain, / O herald of good tidings to Zion; / li up your voice with strength, / O herald of good tidings to Jerusalem. / Li it up, do not fear; / say to the cities of Judah. / 'Here is your God!' / See, the Lord God comes with might, / and his arm rules for him." 12 This triumphant exclamation "from afar" is now to make evident "the benevolence of God and the Father, regarding the Incarnation and the birth of God the Word from the Theotokos". 13 That the authors of the homily and the Akathistos present the subject of the Incarnation in the same way is of course signifi cant, 14 considering the question of an infl uence. The homilist points out frequently that everything has its origins in the philanthropy of God, accordingly, also the miracle: "Since there are, here and now, such things to tell which, so to say, by miracle exceeding even the celestial spheres, resulted from the goodness of God towards us, amidst manifold su ering…"
15
The miracle how the Incarnation occurred through the Virgin is explained only in the introductory part. The homilist invokes Isaiah, who had "predicted the glory of the only-bego en God and the mystery of the Virgin", to paint for him the current miracle and to assist him to see, as prefi gured in the old Jerusalem, all the "miracles and signs that the Theotokos accomplished for this city through the philanthropy of God." 16 The sequel makes it clear that the "mystery of the Virgin" is a reference to the prophecy of Isaiah 7:14. This prophecy belongs to a story about king Ahaz.
17 Thereby Syncellus contrasts the Old Testament king Ahaz, who reigned Jerusalem, with "his" emperor who reigns Constantinople. So, king Ahaz from the house David "did not accept the teaching of the divine mystery of the Virgin, though he was invited by God, by the prophet, to ask that He grant to him a sign on the divine incarnation".
18 Syncellus does not say it explicitly -but it is evident from the Isaiah passage which he refers to -that in his view the best defence of the city is concerned with fi rm faith, 19 undoubt- edly in the sense of correct, orthodox, belief. Accordingly, he states that even though Ahaz remained the image of disobedience, the sign was given to the house of David and was fulfi lled, "because the Virgin gave birth to God and was preserved virgin". 20 At the end of the exordium, once more the signifi cance of the Theotokos is a rmed. "All that the prophet said and wrote, a history and parabole, happened to those of the Jews who then lived in Jerusalem, as a fi gure and example, but was used also as a prediction for us, to whom God spread the grace of his love with the aid of the Theotokos." 21 The abundancy of numerous comparisons, to inter-relate the Old Testament and present time, do not obscure the homilist's message that the Incarnation signifi es victory. So being his juxtaposition of the prophetic words with the Incarnation refl ects the early Christian and Byzantine standard view of the Incarnation as victory. In this respect, the Akathistos, forms its own category: it is a hymn on Incarnation, as to its contents, and a hymn on victory, as to its history. 22 The homily as well as the Akathistos proclaims that the dogma of the Theotokos is prerequisite for victory. They also confess this dogma on the same ground. The sign on the Incarnation, which Syncellus pronounces, is thought to be the Virgin who gave birth to God and was preserved virgin. This evidence di ers radically from the sign given by Isaiah: "Look, the virgin is with child and shall bear a son." 23 Now, it is known that since Nestorian controversy, characteristically in the teaching of Proclus of Constantinople, the virginity of Mary was interpreted as virginity post partum. It was this miracle or mystery that was presented by Proclus as the proof for the divine nature of Christ. 24 The Akathistos refl ects Proclus' thought of the Virgin who remained a virgin as a (20) result of the protection of God as follows: "From the seedles womb he came, / preserving it chaste as it was before, / so that, beholding the miracle, we might sing her praise, crying…".
25
Although the infl uence of the Akathistos does not reveal itself as direct citations in the homily, its introduction is in full harmony with the text of the Akathistos. In other words, the point of departure of Syncellus is certainly identical with the Akathistos. The Akathistos celebrates the mystery of the Incarnation of God the Word which takes place through the Virgin for the redemption of humankind out of the philantrophy of God. The homilist constructs an analogue: the recent rescue of the Constantinopolitans from death is a miracle which, on account of the philanthropy of God, became possible through the Virgin from whom God the Word became incarnated.
What follows next is a report "on the great things that the Lord of powers has done through the Theotokos."
26 Among many other historical facts, the audience is informed that the "mighty" emperor, Heraclius, before leaving for the Persian front, "entrusted the throne to his son, the imperial prince."
27 At the same time the city was entrusted to the guardianship of God and the Virgin. 28 Inspite of an old peace treaty between the Avar king and the emperor, as soon as Heraclius was out of his way, Khagan, "this wild beast" ( ) started the preparations for the assault upon the city. The enemies devised all kinds of tricks, "even manufactured engines, to make the town of God, protected by the Virgin, the booty of this deer." 29 Here the expression "protected by the Virgin" demands a ention, for the translation does not render the meaning of the Greek sentence, " ". The Greek verb has the same root as the word , a 'wall', especially a 'citywall'. 30 The , "the virgin has built a wall", suggests that the Virgin had erected another -spiritual -wall of the city. It is more than likely that Syncellus echoes the emphatical acclaim at the end of the Akathistos: "Hail, impregnable wall of the kingdom."
31
The other passage, in which the word "wall" appears in the Akathistos, is associated with virginity: "For virgins and all who fl ee to you / you are a wall, O Virgin Theotokos," 32 but also this idea is relevant in Syncellus, as we will see below.
According to Syncellus, having heard the news from the homefront, the emperor raised his hands towards the sky and cried: "You Lord, all-observing and knowing all, you know that I entrusted to you and to the one, who gave you seedless birth ( ), my children, the city and your people living their." 33 Here may su ce to remark that the "seedless birth" is found in three passages in the Akathistos. The prayer of the emperor to God is fi nished with the following plea: "So keep now, according to your own law, safe and well, the city which I entrusted to the force of your power and the Theotokos, the mother of your goodness." 34 The account continues with the happenings in the city. The children of the emperor were praying in a small chapel of the Mother of God, a ached to the palace. In the light of the Akathistos it is quite interesting what Syncellus puts into words in this context. So, the chil- (29) dren "o ered their innocence of children and their heart, just as the virginity and the purity of their bodies, as an supplication and sweetsmelling incense." 35 And they "exclaimed all in tears: "All-Powerful Lady! our father entrusted to you your city and us, your servants who are still children, as you see it, All-Holy, and he had given us to you... So deliver ( ) us and the city and its inhabitants, deliver ( ) us from the snake who a acks us." 36 This passage refl ects a strong infl uence from the Akathistos. Picturing to himself the imperial children, the author presents both the ideal of virginity and the thought of virginity as an o ering. This is precisely that kind of ascetic idealism that the Akathistos advocates. 37 Besides, virginity as an o ering to the Theotokos is explicit in the last strophe: "O Mother hymned by all, / you who gave birth to the Word, the holiest of all holies: / accepting this present o ering, deliver ( ) from every evil…" 38 It is conspicious that Syncellus uses in this context the word twice. 39 On the whole, the Akathistos seems to have been in the author's mind.
Sergius, the patriarch of Constantinople, was the main actor of the siege drama in the view of Theodore Syncellus. 40 Sergius the "wor- ) know that the are only human!") (40) So also in the eyes of George of Pisidia, but the Chronicon Paschale is silent about Sergius. The view of modern scholarship is presented by, e.g. thy archpriest, our Isaiah", 41 gathered everyone, if he were a priest or clerk, living as a monk or among the people, of the men of any age, from the child to the old man. He harangued them to be brave and not discouraged: "The enemy a acks us on horse and with war engines, with an enormous multitude, but we will overcome by the holy name of our Lord God. Because the Lord himself fi ghts for us, and because the Virgin Theotokos will also be the champion ( ) for this city, if we ourselves turn all our heart toward them with all out hear and a devoted soul." 42 In this same context we fi nd also the following assertion of Syncellus: "The fact that they raised their hands to God and asked the Virgin for assistance and protection ( ), was a weapon, sabre and shield for all the inhabitants of the city." 43 The repeated appearance of the word here is highly suggestive -as if Mary's role as the defender or protector of Constantinople had been established already before the siege. This may have been the case. Anyhow, the epithet for saints seems to have become popular in hagiography during the sixth century, 44 although as a Marian epithet it is actually known from the Akathistos' prooemium (
). An extraordinary interesting parallel is found in the Life of Saint Theodosius, composed by Cyril of Scythopolis (ob. c. 558), saying: "Theodosius, worthily called blessed and citizen of heaven, the great glory of Palestine and boast of the desert, the stay of the monastic order, the general and champion ( ) of the correct doctrines…"Pharaoh was drowned (in the fi nal end) through the Theotokos (since she is the mother) is the striking common feature between the Akathistos and the homily. Likewise, in both of them, the contrast between the powers of darkness and the power of the Sun is pointed out. According to the Byzantines' Christian understanding of the order of the world, it is all about the Incarnation, understood as liberation, prefi gured by the crossing of the Red Sea by Israelis and realized through Mary. This theme is of greatest symbolic importance to Syncellus, because he refers to it altogether four times. 48 At this stage we can state that there are in the homily no further examples that as clearly as those presented above would demonstrate that the Akathistos is refl ected in Syncellus' text. This fact is to be regarded as the main piece of evidence for dating the prooemium to the siege of 626.
49 Yet, to be accurate, the word appears neither in the homily nor in the twenty four strophes of the Akathistos. Nevertheless, it is quite clear that the function of the is ascribed to Mary by Syncellus, e.g. in his report on the fi ght at the church of the Pege (Theod. Sync. 305.37-306.12): "The Virgin was present everywhere, overcame without being overcome, spread fear and horror on the enemy, while giving strength to her servants. She preserved her subjects safe and sound, and devastated the enemy masses."
50
The strategy the Theotokos used in the decisive sea ba le is described in detail (Theod. Sync. 311.17-40). Syncellus, maintaining that the Theotokos made the monoxyla with their men sink, assures that the Virgin herself won the fi ght and this victory: "Those who fought on the sea, on our vessels, turn around at the fi rst a ack of the enemy force and they failed to beat a retreat, and by that they would have made almost possible a acks by the enemy, if the pity ( ) of the Virgin had not prevented this misfortune, refusing to endure such a spectacle. She put in action her own force and power. Not like Moses, dividing and uniting again the fl oods of the Red Sea by his sta , but only by her gesture and her pure will she made the chariots of Pharaoh and his army to sink… Some say that ours were not withdrawn from the fear of the enemy, but that it is the Virgin herself who wanted to demonstrate the oikonomia of the miracle. In consequence of that, the barbarians sank completely, in front of her holy church, in the bridge of our rescue, our easily accessible ( ) harbour, because all that was the church of the Mother of God in Blachernae."
51
The siege was the extreme experience of a crisis to the Constantinopolitans. 52 There is no doubt that they were praying days and nights, without rest ( ). 53 "The enemy tribes thus encircled the city on the East and on the West, by sea and on the North. But the city begged in tears the Virgin by the words of the inspired mouth of the archpriest: 'Save me, oh Lady, save me, because I will perish. Do not remain dumb, inactive, silent any longer, because I know that you are powerful'." 54 When the siege was over, and they were delivered, they whe whole hymn, as well as on the image of Mary." 60 It can be added that the image of Mary in Syncellus' homily, too, represents that one of the Virgin. The word παρθένος appears 43 times, whereas the Theotokos only 17 times. (In the Akathistos the ratio is 70 to 34.)
As to the proof by the word στρατηγός, we have to admit that this evidence alone is not suffi cient for claiming that the Τῇ ὑπερμάχῳ στρατηγῷ dates back to the siege of 626. Fortunately, the poem of George of Pisidia, On the A ack of the Barbars and Their Failure, 61 supplies us with the missing link. This work was composed probably rather soon a er the siege, presenting, in principle, the same account as the homily of Syncellus. It is striking that George of Pisidia calls the Theotokos στρατηγός: ὄπου / τὸν οἶκον εἶχεν ἡ στρατηγὸς Παρθένος / where the General Virgin had her house (444-445). Further, he addresses acclamations to Sergius, the patriarch, whom he gives credit for the defence of the capital:
χαῖρε, στρατηγὲ πρακτικῆς ἀγρυπνίας / Hail, Leader of the practice of vigilance (137), χαῖρε, στρατηγὲ τῶν ἐνόπλων δακρύων / Hail, General of the tears of the armed (141).
Of course, it is not only the epithet στρατηγός of the Theotokos that a racts our a ention here but the word χαῖρε, the very characteristic of the Akathistos Hymn. 62 The overlapping and partly identical imagery used by George for his leading fi gures, the Theotokos and Sergius, makes it here diffi cult to determine which of them he addresses, 63 but the model of the Akathistos cannot be overlooked. Thus the question, to which siege the Τῇ ὑπερμάχῳ στρατηγῷ has to be associated, is answered to, but at the same time a new intriguing question arises for further research: Could the author of the prooemium of the Akathistos be George of Pisidia?
